things apply to Pelléas And Mélisande by Claude Debussy, built on the same text written by Maurice Maeterlinck. This article, although oriented towards an operatic retrospective of the year 2018 of the great musical stages of the world, also follows this libretto's journey on these stages. Furthermore, 2018 marks the centenary of Claude Dubussy's death.
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After gaining dramaturgical success through which Maurice Maeterlinck entices artists of his adoptive France at the end of the 19 th century, the most representative author of symbolist theatre finds his niche audience and writes his texts, shadowed by the beauty of metaphysical tranquility, translucid silhouettes and characters lacking immediacy. The successes he had had before Pelléas And Mélisande (1892) convinced him to militate for a new theatre aesthetic, concentrated around symbols, essences, and the spectacular movement around the Théâtre de l'OEuvre (1893) of Lugné-Poe began to be more present in the cultural environment of the Occident.
In a background in which realism and naturalism were solid directions through which literature was understood, symbolism occurred as an oddity. The literary phenomenon is similar to the theatrical one. This is why Maeterlinck is labeled as a strange poet of horrors, as he describes himself in an article of the magazine L'Art moderne (on the 28 th of November, 1891). Undergoing the heavy weight of his inadaptation and closely followed by the French audience, especially because Octave Mirbeau dedicated an article to him in Le Figaro Littéraire (1890), having published his first theatre text, Princess Maleine, Maeterlinck infiltrates in the French cultural horizon. Mirbeau compares him to Shakespeare, moreover he thinks that the beauty of Maeterlink's texts is superior to his Elisabethan ancestor. Pelléas and Mélisande is the text which will mark a corner in his career, opening the cycle of drama in couples and innocent love as themes in his future plays. At the same time, even in theatre, Pelléas and Mélisande, opening the Théâtre de l'OEuvre in Paris, as the first premiere, proposes different ways of understanding the performing arts.
The subject of the play is not very complicated, but the intertextualities and the echoes deriving from its subtext provide great depth of understanding. Inspired probably, as Petruța Spânu observes in her preface of the Romanian translation of the text, from an Indian theatre script dating from the 5 th century, Sacontala, attributed to Calidasa, Pelléas and Mélisande stirs up the subconscious of youngsters to develop innocence and purity of absolute human sentiment. These young lovers, Pelléas and Mélisande, love each other in an innocent way, despite the obstacles created by Golaud, who also loves Mélisande. Their love sinks inevitably into death, because it creates chaos and madness in the mind of the cheated lover.
Golaud finds Mélisande in a forest, bent over a water in which she has lost her crown, the emblem of her past, which she wants to be forever forgotten. Brought by Golaud in Arkël's (his grandfather) castle, she falls in love with his younger brother, Pelléas. Their innocent love is kept secret until little Yniold observes them. Pelléas is murdered by his brother and Mélisande dies tragically after giving birth to her daughter.
As to musical impressionism, Claude Debussy is the personality from the French music who takes Maeterlinck's text and transforms it into a libretto for the opera, composed from five acts. In 1902, Debussy gives the score to the Opéra Comique in Paris, and the premiere takes place on the 30 th of April the same year. Inspired by Richard Wagner's revolution of the lyrical genre, Debussy dreamt of a French musical piece which would distance itself from the structure of the genre. Although he had started several works, amongst which Axël by Villiers de l'Isle-Adam, or The Cid by Corneille, the composer had not yet finished any of them. He wanted a short libretto, which would not suffocate the music and, moreover, a universe in which time and space would not be decisive factors. He wanted solely what the symbolist theatre had to offer.
Seeing a performance with Princess Maleine by Maeterlinck, Debussy asks the author to give him permission to create an opera from this text. As Maeterlinck had already promised Vincent d'Indy that he could write the music for this play, Debussy oriented towards Pelléas and Mélisande. The libretto modified the original text, some scenes were eliminated, others diminished, which troubled Maeterlinck. The fact that the scene where servants wipe out the undrained blood of Mélisande had been eliminated disappointed the playwright, and the conflict regarding the cast led to a rupture between the two creators. However, the premiere at the Opéra Comique took place, under the direction of conductor André Messager. The scenery and the costumes, in a Pre-Raphaelite manner were signed by Lucien Jusseaume and Eugène Ronsin. Although Maeterlinck proposed Georgette Leblanc, his wife, as Mélisande, Debussy and Messager wanted Mary Garden for the part, a Scottish singer who had seduced the French audience with her lead in Louise by Gustave Charpentier. A decisive role in assigning the part had the manager of the opera house, Albert Carré, who was disappointed by Georgette Leblanc from former productions. The role of Pelléas was given to Jean Périer.
Debussy's music, regarded as strange by his rivals, had a warm welcome from youngsters which were far less conservative and the whole scandal around the piece made the performance more attractive for the public. The Parisian audience was curious and the show received positive feedback. The opera was staged in other European theatres and eventually in America. Debussy did not live to enjoy the fame of his composition, as he died from cancer in 1918.
The year 2018 marked the centenary of Debussy's death and a few musical theatres paid homage to the composer by staging Pelléas and Mélisande. A commendable, yet normal gesture in traditional opera houses. In Romania, the preoccupation was slightly different, that of commemorating 100 years since The Great Union, occasion which encouraged festivity. In Iasşi, The National Opera House produced a performance centered around the authochthonous heroin -Ecaterina Teodoroiu, the main character in the opera with the same name, composed by Emil Lerescu, directed by Laura Vlădoiu.
Coming back to Pelléas and Mélisande, I noticed a large number of productions of superior quality, different in style, which are worthy of mentioning and studying. That is why, a selective retrospective of the year 2018 makes the subject of this article. On the stage of the Opéra Nationale de Paris Robert Wilson's production from 1997 was retaken, being on the programme of the 2017-2018 season.
The retrospective begins with the production at the Opera Vlaanderen, in Anvers, Belgium, a rather visual performance, in which the music of Debussy is surrounded by a special scenery, an installation suggesting an unreal world. The scenery transcends the concept of scenography, being an ensemble in which technology, sculpture, costume and light meet. The two creators, director Sidi Larbi Cherkaoui and choreographer Damien Jalet, collaborating with visual artist Iris van Herpen are responsible for the creation of Pelléas and Mélisande. Debussy startled with sonorities remote from the real world; he places the action in the kingdom of Allemonde, proposed by Maeterlinck, a space almost indefinite because of the contact with superior worlds, where Mélisande and Pelléas are capable of loving each other. Marina Abramović, beyond sustaining the directors' idea of creating cyclical worlds, brings a certain translucence to the stage, in her need of breathing, a moment echoed by the seven crystals present on the stage in certain moments. The fact that they are translucent, the fact that they let light travel inside them, transforms the crystals into boundaries between the visible and the invisible, besides being a mineral projection of Mélisande. For her, the crystals construct the suffocating palace which, at the same time, frees her.
The space and the video projections are part of a symbolist narrative succession, they support the idea of a theatre in which the symbol is the key to understand the inner world. A blue iris follows Mélisande constantly, trying to remove her from the world in which she feels captive, but transforming itself into an illusory circle, an eye open to the universe, to the cosmic infinity. Seven dancers follow the slow movement of Mélisande, they keep her tied when she speaks about captivity, describe her thoughts and feelings in most moments, retract themselves as Goloud appears and symbolically populate the interludes written by Debussy. In order to balance the contact between the finite and the infinite, in a sterile and salubrious stage, the creators reunite different elements to suggest the essence of the text.
Although it had premiered in Berlin, the show Pelléas and Mélisande directed by Barrie Kosky at the Opera National du Rhin in Strasbourg, France, is our main center of attention. In the world of the opera, re-performing old plays is a common practice, criticized by some, praised by others. However, one cannot neglect this performance. In this particular case, the audiences are divided, some find it ravishing and violent, or an incongruent destabilization from Debussy's music, or rather a regular show, a possible point of view. This particular performance unites symbolism, expressionism and a certain naturalism; this is how it is supposed to create a unity. The space, created by Klaus Grünberg, consists of black panels and describes the solitude of the sinister, it is the sanctuary of a world which ends nowhere and prolongs into the abyss. The director wanted to explain himself to his audience, detailing passages which could have been only suggested; that is the case of the physical attraction of Arkël towards Mélisande, suggested by Maeterlinck and Debussy, explicit in Kosky's production.
The visceral and concrete approach towards the characters makes them human but, at the same time, it creates a discrepancy from the translucent of the 20 th century. However, the production is meant for another audience, of a more rapid century. In the clamor of the urban, a silence so profound would startle us! The same thing applies when trying to deepen the psychology of the characters, of medical abnormalities, but Barrie Kosky risks it all, no matter the price. Arturo Marelli's career is linked to the staging of numerous productions with Pelléas and Mélisande, first in 2004 at the Deutsche Oper Berlin, then re-performed at the Finnische National Oper Helsink (2014) and the Wiener Staatsoper (2014). Although it isn't a performance dedicated to the centenary of Debussy's death, it was part of the programe since 2018. Moreover, it is worthy to stop and explore Marelli's universe. Although the structure of the performances is the same, the productions suffered slight modifications, making them unique.
Arturo Marelli did not only bring on the stage a real pond, but he also reunited key elements from Maeterlinck's text. The well and the sea are the same, the whisper of the water is described as a constant ripple, a dampness that penetrates the opera singers, filling the space inspired by a symbolist painting -The Isle of Death by Arnold Böcklin. Marelli found the right way to place Pelléas and Mélisande in Böcklin's quiet scenery. He kept the defining elements, such as the water, as a physical translation of Mélisande's troubles and darkness, an ocean of tears; the rock, the realm of Allemonde, stiff, cold, seen as a repository for the fragile Mélisande; the boat, reminding of a never-ending journey for the main characters towards death, as a calming blessing (here six women dressed in floral gowns push the boat, which carries the dead Mélisande). The scenes flow easily, their resolving not digressing from the metaphor, though having the innate context. There is an equilibrium between the reality and the fairy-like feeling.
I praise the artists of these three operas. Beyond the vocal and acting performances, valuable and uplifting, the bravery of singing in water, being wet most of the time, are of rare boldness amongst opera singers.
In 2018, the Teatr Wielki Opera Narodowa in Warsaw has Pelléas and Mélisande in its schedule, directed by Katie Mitchell with Lizzie Clachan as scenographer. The feedback is not very positive and it is highly criticized by the cultural authorities, although the staging is not to be ignored. Similar to the above-mentioned stagings, here also the creators try to unify different aesthetics. If the original text proposes a timeless setting, a sort of dream-like space in which any element cannot be detached or relocated to a certain reality, this time the setting is somewhere in the middle of the 20 th century. The perspective seems to be Mélisande's dream in its non-reality, and every action from the stage is actually a projection of the character's subconscious. It is a plausible option which may be valuable. The dream, however, has coherence, it describes Mélisande's troubles, because she is now part of a strange family and the fatalities which occur are caused by her incompatibility with masculine energies. And that is how a feminist voice comes out.
The visual part of the show is well-constructed, the stage continuously moves, light describes contours, it underlines feelings and thoughts. Symbolic images in Maeterlinck's text, full of flesh and savor, are poorly translated, become tangible and commonplace. The lake will become an empty pool and the castle a mere house. The performance gives the impression of a certain restraint, of simplicity, a poor joke of lies.
A co-production of four opera houses -Théâtre des Champs-Élysées Paris, Opéra de Dijon, Théâtre du Capitole Toulouse and Stadttheater Klagenfurt -is worth to be mentioned, especially because the latter had the premiere with this libretto in 2018. Éric Ruf is the director and he proposes a dark world in which Mélisande's body brings light, dressed by Christian Lacroix in a golden gown. Honest and clear, the production emphasizes the voice and music, the movement of the performers being slow and shallow, which creates the idea of a translucent realm.
On the other continents, Debussy's opera is brought in front of the public in 2018, even if in far away countries it keeps its element of novelty, being so rarely staged. At the Metropolitan Opera in New York City, Pelléas and Mélisande hasn't been staged since 1995, being re-opened by Sir Jonathan Miller. However, nowadays the stage direction, the scenery, the costumes seem outdated for the contemporary audiences. It has been kept as a collectible piece of the great director's work. The puritans of the genre will be touched by the nostalgia of this show. In Australia, at the Victorian Opera in Melbourne, Elizabeth Hill directs a conventional Pelléas and Mélisande, without an international musical echo.
These are just some of the stagings of Debussy's libretto. In music, it values with greatness the energy of symbolism, it regains and reevaluates hallucinating sonorities which create a possible mirror of Maurice Maeterlinck's text. It may be an oddity of the genre, especially in the more conservative circles, stuck in the composition of bel canto or verism. If the first audition creates an emotional obstacle, the optimal solution is loosening the senses. The doors of sheer emotion can be opened only by letting the unknown from Allemonde inside: here is the first step towards feeling!
